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Jo Ann Beard’s first collection of stories, The Boys of My Youth, was published in 1998 

and immediately sparked conversation about genre. The seventh story in the collection, Beard’s 

best known essay, “The Fourth State of Matter,” was initially published in the June 1996 fiction 

issue of The New Yorker, instigating debate over classification of the piece, which many argued 

was nonfiction. The Boys of My Youth is now marketed as a collection of autobiographical 

essays. One might suggest that Beard’s blurring of genre between fiction and nonfiction, her 

push against the boundaries of what we consider story or essay, are the most compelling features 

of her writing.  Beard herself has acknowledged the controversy her writing elicits. In the 

author’s note of her newest collection Festival Days she writes: 

…this very book has a couple of stories in it – “The Tomb of Wrestling” and 

“What You Seek Is Seeking You” – or anyway they were first published as 

stories. They are also essays, in their own secret ways, and the essays are also 

stories (ix).  

On the other hand, editors and publishers would not likely publish Beard solely on her ability to 

bend genre. Beard also seems dismissive of the controversy: 

…I am grateful to Cheston Knapp and the other Tin House folk, for their 

willingness to publish my efforts without undue fretting over genre (Festival 

Days, ix). 

In fact, discussing Beard’s work in the context of genre has become almost passe, a moot point. 

So, what is it about the writing of Jo Ann Beard that is so captivating? Critic Yvonne Conza 

recently wrote that “[t]o read her work is to be within the world of ‘Beard-ism’ where 

imagination, personal experience, and remembrance coexist without restraint of genre.” Close 

examination of Beard’s approach demonstrates that the repetition of imagery, the use of present 
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tense, narrative retrospection, and informed conjecture are essential elements in many of her 

stories and essays. Despite the passage of years between the publication of The Boys of My Youth 

and Festival Days these combined elements remain hallmarks of her unique style. 

Beard uses imagery that resurfaces within individual essays and throughout her collective 

works. Once an image is planted in the mind, the reader has no choice but to pay attention to its 

repetition. The first instance of this can be found in the preface of The Boys of My Youth; Beard 

recounts an early childhood memory: the inexplicable on and off appearance of a glowing night 

light which, to the young Beard, appears menacing. Too young to communicate her fear of the 

light to her parents, she can only turn her shoulder to its presence. Later in the preface, the 

moon’s bright light, is reminiscent of the glowing night light. The memory from her childhood is 

the genesis of the looming sense of fear resurfacing for the adult Beard. 

Throughout The Boys of My Youth the night sky appears, both thematically and visually. 

“Bonanza” is an essay about Beard’s growing awareness of time passing and the despair and fear 

she is coming to associate with growing old. In the essay, she uses the imagery of the galaxy to 

illustrate her feelings of helplessness, being adrift, and of isolation. 

…I’m a monkey, strapped into a space capsule and flung far out into the galaxy, 

weightless, hurling along upside down through the Milky Way alone, alone, and 

alone (14). 

Then Beard is no longer in the darkness of night, but staring at it from a safe distance, no longer 

overwhelmed by despair, but anchored by the presence of her parents. 

…I just stare out the back window at the night sky…I’m no longer weightless, 

but unbearably heavy, and tired…I am placed in the front seat between my 
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parents. We pull away, and as we head toward home, the galaxy recedes, the 

stars move back into position, and the sky stretches out overhead, black and 

familiar (14-15). 

The night sky, emblematic of isolation and fear, is featured again in “Behind the Screen,” in 

which the young Beard, because of her asthma, is separated from her family during fireworks. 

All these fireworks are somehow scaring me…The sky is full of 

missiles…Everything is falling away from me…Black sky, dissipating puffs of 

gray smoke, barely visible edges of the elm tree…I am stuck somewhere 

between the Fourth of July and the rest of time…Shooting stars in the cold of 

outer space…Closing my eyes doesn’t work, it makes me feel like I’m falling 

backward (48,49). 

As we progress through the essays of The Boys of My Youth, we see the night sky again in 

“Coyote” and also in “The Fourth State of Matter.” In “Coyote,” an essay that explores growing 

marital estrangement, Beard writes: 

I am alone down here, and up there, clinging to the spoke of a satellite looking 

upward at the dark velvet, and downward at the dark velvet. There is 

nothing…In the vivid blackness overhead a diamond falls through the sky, 

trailing its image, a split-instant of activity…I can’t breathe in this emptiness 

(67, 68). 

In “The Fourth State of Matter,” a new image shows up in relation to the sky:  

The Milky Way is a long smear on the sky, like something erased on a 

chalkboard (74).  
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The chalkboard resurfaces when Beard describes the pictures of her dying dog that she drew on it 

with her friend Chris. Later, the chalkboard holds Bob, her co-worker’s, equations, the last things 

he wrote before dying – writing which is later smudged by the hands of his international friend 

and colleague, and then, irrevocably erased by Beard herself. These repetitions are crafted to 

invoke feelings of longing, loss, despair, isolation, and grief. In this way, Beard masterfully 

illustrates the erasure of lives. 

Decades later in Festival Days, Beard revisits the fireworks introduced in “Behind the 

Screen.”  But the depth of affection between Beard and M depicted in “Festival Days” and the 

solace his presence gives her, contrasts effectively with the fear the fireworks evoked in “Behind 

the Screen.”  

…he named all the fireworks as they exploded and fell. I can only remember 

now the Countess’s Necklace, but they were funny and made me happy to be 

with someone who could amuse me when fireworks, which always make me 

sad, were rising into the dark and causing me to dissipate with them (199). 

Although some of Beard’s imagery spans both of her essay collections, Festival Days weaves in 

water imagery more frequently than The Boys of My Youth.  In the opening pages of “Werner,” 

the second piece in the collection, Beard writes: 

When Werner finally slept that night, it was like sinking slowly through water, 

fathom by fathom, to the ocean floor (9). 

Later in the essay, Beard informs the reader that Werner was a competitive swimmer and 

although Werner’s history with swimming would prove lifesaving, she reminds the reader 

throughout the essay, that water always holds the potential for drowning. The reader encounters, 

“waves of grief,” “black water,” and “morphine rafts” before this final image. 
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He plunged down and down, like a bullet shot into the water, the force of it 

lifting his arms. In the last moment of his descent, before he began to rise 

naturally and then to kick, Werner had looked up to see a pale green pillar of 

light leading to the surface (34). 

The use of water imagery in “Werner” is logical given the protagonist was a swimmer. However, 

Beard follows “Werner” with the essay “Cheri.” Whereas Werner lives, Cheri does not. Beard 

depicts her final moments, induced by lethal injection, with imagery of drowning.  

She lingers there for a moment, her cheek pressed against the underside of the 

ice, until a hand reaches down and pushes her under (82). 

In addition to water, night light, the galaxy and fireworks, singular objects also reoccur. In 

Festival Days there is repeated use of geraniums, shovels, a sculpted marble face. They are 

flashes of color, symbols of choice, and fixed emotions. Beard’s vivid use of detail create 

pictures in readers’ minds, which linger past the end of an essay.  Her echoing imagery seems 

infused with layers of meaning. This effectively engages the reader and promotes a sense of 

communion with the material and with Beard herself. 

The second hallmark of Beard’s writing is her frequent use of present tense. In the 

opening essay from The Boys of My Youth, entitled “In the Current,” Beard writes: 

The family vacation. Heat, flies, sand, and dirt. My mother sweeps and 

complains, my father forever baits hooks and untangles lines…I am ten. The 

only thing to do is sit on the dock and read, drink watered-down Pepsi, and 

squint. No swimming allowed (3). 
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The use of present tense fosters the illusion that the story is flowing out of the mind of a ten-

year-old Beard, instead of her grown-up memory. The reader believes young Beard has just 

witnessed the near drowning of teenagers. The detached details that spill forth evoke youth and 

bolster faith in the account of events unfolding. 

They come sweeping downstream, hollering and gurling while I stand on the 

bank, forbidden to step into the water, and stare at them. They are waving their 

arms…my own dad gets hold of one girl and swims her back in. Black hair 

plastered to her neck, she throws up on the mud about eight times before they 

carry her back to wherever she came from…The girl teenager had had on a 

swimming suit top with a built-in bra. I cross my arms nonchalantly across my 

chest and smile at the teenage boy (4). 

The essay is full of high stakes and high drama captured from the self-conscious perspective of a 

ten-year-old Beard. She makes a sympathetic protagonist: a ten-year-old girl who must abide by 

the rules and isn’t quite cool or mature enough to hang out with the dangerous teenagers. The 

reader understands and perhaps remembers longing to be part of a group in the center of the 

action, despite the risk. 

Beard uses present tense to similar effectiveness in “The Family Hour.” The title 

ironically invokes the “happy hour” of bars and taverns where the drinking starts early, the beers 

are cheap, and the fun is just beginning. Present tense allows the marital struggles of Beard’s 

parents and her father’s drinking to unfold and escalate as observed through Beard’s youthful 

perspective. This vulnerable viewpoint combined with the reader’s understanding of what is 

actually happening is a poignant combination. The moment Beard innocently offers her father a 

beer, breaking his two-month dry-spell, is devastating. The young Beard does not understand the 
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significance of this gesture but the reader, and Beard the writer, move forward in the essay to the 

near fatal consequences of the father’s relapse. 

Beard’s present tense is subtle. She writes action, scene, and interiority in a way that 

creates immediacy that includes the reader. In “The Fourth State of Matter,” the present tense 

also escalates tension and suspense as the piece progresses. 

The first call comes at four o’clock. I’m reading on the bench in the kitchen, one 

foot on a sleeping dog’s back. It’s Mary, calling from work. There’s been some 

kind of disturbance in the building, a rumor that Dwight was shot; cops are 

running through the halls carrying rifles. They’re evacuating the building and 

she’s coming over…Chris lives two and half blocks from the physics building; 

he'll be home by now if they’ve evacuated. I dial his house and his mother 

answers. She tells me that Chris won’t be home until five o’clock…She wants 

to know why I’m looking for Chris; isn’t he where I am (90-91)? 

As the essay progresses, the details surrounding the murders of Beard’s colleagues and friends 

are revealed. The impact is visceral. One can imagine that trauma and loss of this magnitude 

could have the tendency to remain, to assert itself into, and become a part of present moments. 

Therefore, it is fitting that Beard wrote them in present tense. 

In Festival Days Beard uses present tense in three out of nine pieces of the collection: 

“Cheri,” “Now,” and the later portions of “Festival Days.” “Cheri” is centered around a woman’s 

decision to choose the timing of her death. As with “The Fourth State of Matter,” in “Cheri,” the 

stakes of the essay are enormous. Beard opens with the image of a memory from Cheri’s 

childhood and then writes: 
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This is the way Cheri’s life is passing in front of her eyes, in random unrelated 

glimpses, one or two a day…This morning as she was eating her oatmeal what 

passed in front of her eyes was her first husband, shirtless against a blue sky, 

tying up tomato plants. And now tonight, climbing into bed, the Riley boys with 

a river snake, circa 1955 (37-38). 

In this way, the reader meets Cheri, and then follows her through a cancer diagnosis, recovery, 

disability, relapse, and a final act of self-determination: assisted suicide.  

Before her appointment, she went to the gym, ran and sweated, saunaed, 

showered, and tried to fluff her hair up a little. She needed a haircut more than 

a mammogram, but what she really needed more than either was to find her 

Mastercard, which had better be home on her dresser, because otherwise she had 

no idea where it was (41). 

Beard resists the sensational and depicts instead, ordinary moments. The suddenness of the 

diagnosis is more profound because it is encased in the mundane details of a day. Beard then 

proceeds into the stark realities of cancer. 

And the illness proceeds on its trajectory, a knife, a scar, a plant-filled atrium 

where people sit in cubicles getting their treatments…After six months another 

pale lump is photographed, no bigger but resolute, like a schoolyard bully who 

comes back even after getting a terrible pummeling…Lump, mastectomy, more 

chemo, Cheri says (43). 



Goers, 11 

Cheri, with no control over life and cancer, chooses to exercise control over her death. She will 

choose its precise moment. Present tense serves to emphasize that in death there is no future or 

past, it is all rolled into immediate moments, the now. 

Cheri on her last night, weeps with relief when she’s finally alone, suffers about 

five minutes of teeth-chattering fear, calms herself by imagining the faces and 

whispering the names of all her past doges…Straight-edged prairie bungalows 

surrounded by sugar maples and oaks, Cheri’s little corner house painted a 

curious shade of dark vanilla with bright white trim; a thatch of low evergreens 

pressed against the porch. It all seems so calm and unadorned, as full of hidden 

promise as the bulbs planted beneath the kitchen window. Cheri refuses herself 

even one last look. That was then; this is now (72-73).   

In both The Boys of My Youth and Festival Days, Beard wields the power of the present and the 

reader has no choice but to be captivated, spellbound. Similar to Beard’s use of reoccurring 

imagery, present tense fosters connection, immersing readers, and making them witness to 

unfolding events. 

 The third feature commonly found in Beard’s writing is retrospective thinking. Beard the 

narrator and Beard the writer are two different and concurrent points of view. As noted, Beard’s 

narrative commonly occurs in present tense, but her authorial presence and viewpoint are 

nonetheless nuanced. She oscillates between the intensity of now and a broader perspective in a 

way that creates suspense and sustains emotion throughout an essay. This movement also 

creates the sensation of fluid time and space. “The Fourth State of Matter” from The Boys of My 

Youth, 
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showcases Beard’s expert weaving of the present tense with the writer’s retrospective knowledge 

and understanding of events described. Beard opens the essay in the present: 

The collie wakes me up about three times a night, summoning me from a great 

distance as I row my boat through a dim, complicated dream. She’s on the shoreline, 

barking. Wake up. She’s staring at me with her head slightly tipped to the side, long 

nose, gazing eyes, toenails clenched to get a purchase on the wood floor. We used 

to call her the face of love (74). 

After a brief introduction to her space physicist coworkers, Beard ends her second paragraph, the 

knowing narrator, acutely aware of future events.  

…lives are ticking like alarm clocks getting ready to go off, although none of us is 

aware of it yet (75). 

Her coworkers’ lives will be ending abruptly and soon. Beard seamlessly moves us into a fluid 

space that occupies the present and future simultaneously. 

Unimaginable, really, that less than two months from now one of his colleagues 

from abroad, a woman with delicate, birdlike features, will appear at the door to 

my office and identify herself as a friend of Bob’s. When she asks, I take her 

down the hall to the room with the long table and then to his empty office…and 

she takes it all in with small, serious nods until the moment she sees his 

blackboard covered with scribbles and arrows and equations. At that point her 

face loosens and she starts to cry in long ragged sobs (85-86). 
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Beard’s ability to balance present and past is also evident in her second collection, Festival Days. 

Again, in “Festival Days,” she starts in the present tense, noting the colors of the room she 

occupies, and then shifts into memory.   

The fever-dream primary colors of this Arizona rental, purple and green and blue 

and red, and the American Indian rugs and Moroccan rugs and the determined 

ceramic tchotchkes glaring from every surface. I thought it was nightmarish at 

first and it reminded me of something but not until this morning sitting on the 

bed did I realize that it reminds me of the Best Exotic Marigold Hotel. Staying 

there in India, with Kathy (193). 

Beard circles back, swirls in and out of present moments. It is like a dream that threads one 

vision into another, one memory triggering another that, in some random way, are connected in 

meaning or toward meaning. Suddenly we come to a declarative sentence.  

I am allowing the hurt feelings to be ascendant for once in my life, not stuffing 

them down, the way we used to say back in group therapy (243).   

Here is the irony: the story called “Festival Days” is a funeral procession of sorts. It is an essay 

on loss. In the remaining fourteen pages of the piece, we are in the present more frequently, but 

girded with Beard’s full retrospective insight. Beard, while in Arizona with Mary, is recalling her 

trip to India with Kathy and Emma. Kathy is dying, has died, in fact. Beard is in Arizona because 

her marriage is dissolving, dying too. Memories of the trip to India are interspersed with 

memories of her relationship to M. In the final paragraphs of “Festival Days” we move out of the 

present into the past as present: arriving home from India. 
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The street is shrouded and cold and the bags are heavy.  I drag them into the 

foyer and leave them at the foot of the stairway.  The steps look endless from 

the bottom, I can hardly carry my own weight, but halfway up, our door comes 

into view and under it a narrow band of light.  M. left a lamp on for me.  Then a 

shadow passes through the wand of light, and I begin crying because he’s awake, 

in the living room, waiting (257).  

The essay transitions to a future that only Beard, the writer, could know.  She informs us of 

Kathy’s death, and Emma’s words, and Beard’s presence with them during it all.   

We’ll always be together. Those were the words Emma would say a few months 

later, during Kathy’s final moment, leaning in and speaking quietly. The face of 

the marble woman, the cold chisel creating the folds of the veil – We’ll always 

be together – and the stag rising suddenly out of the ocean of tall grass and 

leaping away (257). 

“The Tomb of Wrestling,” from Festival Days, also incorporates this kind of retrospective 

thinking. Although this story is reported to be fictional, we see hallmarks of Beard’s style at 

work in the piece. The movement between present and past moments serves to propel the story 

forward at a chaotic pace, filling us with a riot of information, while we sprint toward Joan’s 

fate. 

She struck her attacker in the head with a shovel, a small one that she normally 

kept in the trunk of her car for moving things off the highway…The stranger 

was standing with his back to her, staring into the refrigerator. In the split second 

when he knew she was standing behind him but hadn’t begun to turn yet, Joan 

heard the mechanical whir of a hummingbird sipping angrily at the feeder…She 



Goers, 15 

had to do it or he would realize she hadn’t died when he strangled her and would 

come after her again. Or one of the dogs…The little one, Spock, right now was 

whining and raking his toenails on the side door, making long feverish gouges 

in the wood. Joan could see the gouges in her mind’s eye, some tiny part of her 

brain still attuned to home maintenance (87-89). 

Beard’s use of retrospection, once again, fosters connection and engagement by broadening the 

reader’s access to information beyond the present tense. 

In addition to recurrent imagery, present tense, and retrospection, the fourth hallmark of 

Beard’s writing is conjecture. To expand the writer’s viewpoint even further beyond present 

tense and retrospective analysis, Beard blends and weaves the imagined with the factual. She 

speculates about unwitnessed moments or events. This speculation or conjecture is a key feature 

of Beard’s writing style. In “Coyote,” from The Boys of My Youth, Beard tells us that she has 

been dreaming of a coyote. Initially, the coyote’s actions and the thrashing rabbit in his mouth 

seem to originate in those dreams. However, Beard moves into speculation: the coyote roams in 

the dessert, he feels the sand and the rock under his feet, and the heat of the highway. Beard 

imagines his lived experience and presents it to us in a detached, objective way. 

The sandy dirt beneath his paws gives way just a bit as each foot lands and springs 

off, the small stones and irregularity in his path add juice to his travels but rarely 

pain. Under his paws it is sand…sand…rock…sand…stick…sand…stick and then 

the highway’s medicine: hard…scalding…scalding…scalding and then 

gravel…sand…rock…sand…sand…rock…sand again (59-60).   
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Beard tells us what the photographic images of the coyote will look like when she develops them 

later. Then she moves out of what is known to imagine the landscape and its past.  

The cactus receives the bird, tiny claws like pins, with the same indifference as 

it had the man with the pocketknife on the shuddering horse…The man either 

made it or didn’t. The words he spoke and the voice he spoke them in linger high 

above the ground nearly two hundred years later, buffeted by the hot wind, 

nourished by desperation and the terrible solitude…Now, as then, the saguaro 

stands beneath the sun as the desert clock sweeps over the ground in circles, and 

begins the slow tedious task of sealing its wound (62-63). 

What does the addition of the coyote’s story offer the accompanying account of Beard’s time 

with Eric? How does this serve to advance the nonfiction narrative? It creates expansion beyond 

extant moments, allowing the reader space for understanding outside of the story’s framework. 

Progressing through the story, the reader is aware that Beard as narrator imagined the present 

moments of the coyote, the past moments of the cactus, and knows the future for the protagonist 

and her partner. This creates tension within the work as the reader yearns to know as well what 

will happen to the couple. Throughout the essay the reader is aware of the friction between Beard 

and Eric, the sadness and fatigue of Beard, the small moments of understanding, the forced 

interactions and distance in the relationship. Beard gives the reader a sense of what the future 

may hold – a rupture – when the couple is juxtaposed against the vivid details of the coyote’s 

isolation. The coyote’s reunion with the pack leaves the reader unsettled as the other worldly 

voice of the narrator declares:  

The coyote runs, straining to reach the others, a quarter mile away, over the crest 

of the ridge (70).  
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Beard’s voice and desires are revealed as she imagines the coyote. No longer in isolation but 

feeling “the push of love” (70). 

Examining “The Fourth State of Matter” again, the reader can acknowledge most of it is 

Beard’s story; her future self has written about past experiences, with full knowledge of the 

outcomes. Beard’s perspective of events are layered alongside factual and conjectured 

information. She imagines the actions and thoughts of Gang Lu, Linhua Shan, Bob, Chris, Eric 

and even her collie.   

One room over, at a desk. Gang Lu works on a letter to his sister in China…Delicate 

Chinese characters all over a page. She was a kind and gentle sister and he thanks 

her for that. He’s going to kill himself. You yourself should not be too sad about it, 

for at least I have found a few traveling companions to accompany me to the 

grave…Before I leave the building I pass Gang Lu in the hallway and say hello. He 

has a letter in his hand and he’s wearing his coat. He doesn’t answer and I don’t 

expect him to. At the end of the hallway are the double doors leading to the rest of 

my life. I push them open and walk through (88-89). 

Beard imposes form on a series of events that are incomprehensible. She writes out of grief for 

people she knew well and loved.  The reader is exquisitely aware of this when she writes: 

The final victim is Chris’s mother, who will weather it all with a dignified face 

and an erect spine, then return to Germany and kill herself without further words 

or fanfare (94). 

The reader nears the end of the story, a poignant moment with Beard and her collie. The dog she 

cannot bring herself to euthanize – the reason for her exit from the physics building and her 

continued existence – is present to comfort her in her grief.  And in the final moments of the 
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essay Beard hears Chris’s voice. It recalls Beard and her collie together in the “dying game” and 

her words to Chris that she wanted her dog to “just slip out of her skin and into the other world” 

(81) free of all pain. And then, Beard is letting Chris go into the other world as well, as he had

instructed her to do with her beloved dog, and his voice echoes the word again: “Exactly”. This 

masterful amalgamation of form conveys the emotional truth of Beard’s nonfiction in a way a 

purely nonfictional account could not do. 

In her most recent collection, Festival Days, Beard takes this blurring of fact and fiction 

one step further. In “Cheri” and “Werner” Beard is no longer working from her own life but 

through the lived experiences of others. Beard does not refer to these essays as “stories.”  

Instead, she offers gratitude and appreciation to the family of Cheri Tremble and to Werner 

Hoeflich for their collaboration and permission to write these essays in her Author’s note.   

Beard combines her imagination with Hoeflich’s account in Werner to create an essay of 

one man’s harrowing escape from death. This gives the reader both a panoramic and historical 

understanding of Werner which serves to align his background with the random events that 

allowed him to survive.  

He had been a competitive swimmer from ages seven to twelve, a shivering, 

long-limbed boy in tight goggles and regulation trunks; he had a muscle memory 

of the stance, the bending, the tensing of the core. His toes would have to wrap 

around the sill to create the proper angle forward… (20). 

The weaving of these elements allows the reader to be privy to Werner’s shock, thoughts, and 

confusion.  

They conducted the ambulance through the New York streets, siren blaring. He 

had always wondered what this felt like. His mother didn’t know where he was, 
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none of the people he loved knew where he was right now, didn’t have any idea 

that Werner had been forced to jump out of his life and into whatever this was. 

He sobbed for a moment inside his oxygen mask. (25). 

Werner’s flight from a burning building is harrowing, but the moments that follow are just as 

terrifying and unpredictable. Werner, capable and fit, is not in control. This is the universal truth 

that Beard crafts: control is illusive. Sometimes places that should be safe will not feel safe; 

people who should be caring are callous. Sometimes moments that should become a part of the 

past will always exist in the present. Although Werner is celebrated for saving himself, he is 

fully aware of the sheer randomness of events that allowed him to succeed. In contrast to 

“Werner,” the story of Cheri is one of death.   

Linda and Wayne must sign papers as well, and they are told to leave the state 

via the most direct route possible.  It’s all printed out for them: the coroner, the 

funeral home, what to do and when…It’s time…She says a hurried goodbye to 

Linda and Wayne, reaching up to embrace them weakly, then watching as they 

gather her daughters and try to lead them from the house, each one breaking 

away briefly, running back to kneel at Cheri’s feet, sobbing (80). 

From the essay, the reader ascertains no family members were allowed to stay with Cheri at her 

time of death.  Beard honors Cheri’s story by gifting the family with imagined final moments; 

moments free of pain and in which Cheri is cradled as she passes out of this world. 

All these elements – the use of repetition, present tense, retrospective thinking, and 

conjecture – often come together within a nonlinear framework. Beard switches back and forth, 

between scene and reflection, following connections that images invoke, and moving the essay 
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forward to understanding. In “Coyote,” Beard moves back forth between the desert, the coyote, 

and her marriage. “The Fourth State of Matter” flips between Beard’s domestic situation and her 

professional relationships. “The Boys of My Youth” is about the various eras of her life and the 

men and friends that occupied them. Beard places the reader within both the minds of an intruder 

and of Joan in “The Tomb of Wrestling”. Finally, “Festival Days” is a patchwork of Arizona, 

India, Ithaca, and New York.  

This structural back and forth allows for recurrent images to emerge without 

feeling redundant. It enables changing time frames and perspectives and a blending of 

story elements. Beard frequently opens amid action – sisters fishing in a boat, a mother 

quelling a dispute, a man sitting down, a dog spinning in circles, a memory, an attack.  

From this point Beard shifts to a broader view, panning out to the larger scene, setting, or 

context. Story lines crisscross and pacing is sustained. There are openings for humor, 

interiority, and exposition which offers story variety and texture. The back-and-forth 

structure mirrors thought and the progression of thought which enhances the feeling of 

authenticity and fosters a connection with readers. Beard also structurally often concludes 

with imagery. She resists declaration or interpretation in favor of imagery that stays with 

the reader long after the essay has ended. The essays remain almost open ended, 

unresolved, extending past the time frame of the page. Within this framework and with 

these tools, Beard skillfully and intentionally places her imagery, utilizes the immediacy 

of present tense, allows access to wisdom gained in retrospection, and further develops 

emotional truth through speculation.   

There is a term often used in theater – the fourth wall – that describes the barrier 

between the actors and audience. Breaking the fourth wall enables a new dimension, one 
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in which the audience is acknowledged and sometimes interacted with. The term brings 

to mind the fourth state of matter described by Beard – plasma which is not a liquid, or 

gas, or solid. The fourth state of matter is plasma that exists outside of the well-defined 

states of matter. Beard’s use of imagery, present tense, retrospection, and conjecture, 

combine to create writing that defies standard genre definitions even as it deeply 

resonates with her audience. Perhaps we should call it Beard’s Fourth State of 

Nonfiction.   
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